
Remembering Wonderland . . .

Wonderland Amusement Park operated like 
proper resort for ladies, children
By IRIC NATHANSON 

The Victorian era had ended a few years earlier, but 19th century standards of 
propriety  were still  very much in place  as Minneapolis,  newest  entertainment 
venue Wonderland Amusement Park opened in 1905.

Everything  at  Wonderland  would  be  quite  proper  and  acceptable,  the 
Minneapolis  Journal  assured its  readers,  just  before  opening day on May 27. 
"There will  be no vaudeville shows or midway catch penny devices at the new 
park," the paper reported. "The dance in the open air pavilion will be in charge of 
attendants  wearing  evening  dress  and  ballroom  etiquette  will  be  enforced, 
insuring good order and the exclusion of undesirable characters."

"In short, Wonderland is to be conducted with a view to making it a family resort 
with the pleasures of ladies and children as the direct object. There are to be no 
intoxicating  liquors  or  beverages  allowed  on  the  grounds  in  any  form,"  the 
Journal declared.

Wonderland Park occupied a prime piece of South Minneapolis real estate, just 
before the residential building boom that created much of would later become the 
Longfellow community. The ten acre park site extended from 31st Avenue and 
Lake Street, east to 33rd Avenue and south to 32nd Street.

During its first full weekend of operation at the end of May, more than 70,000 
curiosity seekers thronged into the park to see its key attractions; the old mill, the 
miniature  railroad,  the  carousel,  the house of  nonsense and the crystal  maze. 
"There were some delays and hitches as might be expected in the starting of these 
devices,  but  every  hour  has  added  the  smoothness  with  which  the  different 
attractions are operated," according to the Journal.

Visitors also came to Wonderland to see what was  probably  its  most unusual 
attraction, a small incubator hospital for premature babies. On opening weekend 
there were already two infants in the incubators and more were expected during 
the following week, the Journal reported.

While  the  hospital  was  included  as  one  of  the  park's  attractions,  it  was  not 
intended to be a "show place," the Journal noted. The hospital's director, Dr. S. 
Schenkein, explained that he had helped promote the use of infant incubators, 
starting in 1896.

"Our idea in making these exhibits has been to introduce our system by showing 
it in actual operation at places where a large number of people are brought to-
gether, as at expositions and at such resorts as Wonderland."



"We make no charge for the treatment," explained Dr. S. Schenkein, the hospital's 
director.  "Any  doctor,  nurse  or  experienced  mother  who  investigates  will  be 
perfectly  assured  of  the  soundness  of  the  theory  of  the  incubator  system for 
saving the lives of prematurely born children and the intelligent care the babies 
in our care receive," Dr. Schenkein noted.

"The principle of the incubator is thousands of years old," the doctor went on to 
explain. "It can be traced back 800 Years to the practice of the peasants of Silesia 
in placing weakly babies in bags of feathers or in England of placing such infants 
in ovens kept at an even temperature.  "Our intention is to provide a temperature 
regulated by a thermostat that works automatically. Sanitary precautions, good 
nursing and nature's food do the rest" Dr. Schenkein said.

Not  everyone  who  visited  Wonderland  during  its  first  weekend  was  totally 
captivated by the new amusement park. Rev. G.L. Morrill, a visiting clergyman, 
had  inspected  the  new South  Minneapolis  attraction  before  speaking  at  Elim 
Presbyterian Church, located directly across the street from the park. Rev. Morrill 
was somewhat hesitant but gave Wonderland generally good reviews. "The park 
won't  hurt you," the minister declared.  "If  I  were the pastor of this  church,  I 
would pitch in all  the harder and thank God for the enlarged opportunity for 
doing good. I'd run a rival show and I'd throw it open to those people across the 
street."

But  Rev.  Morrill  was  not  ready  to  condemn  Wonderland.  "The  people  are 
listening to good music and indulging in innocent and healthful sport," he told 
the Elim congregation. "There is nothing loud or tough here; in fact this park is 
an example of good order that other amusement resorts should pattern after."

Elim Church leaders were not so sure they agreed with Rev. Morrill.  The church 
sued Wonderland Park in an effort to close it down, but the parties eventually 
settled. Wonderland would buy lots nearby and move the church building to the 
northeast  comer of  30th Avenue and 33rd Street,  where it  would became the 
Vanderburgh Presbyterian Church. Today, the building is occupied by the Indian 
Fellowship Church.

At its peak. Wonderland had 30 buildings and 32 large flower beds. The park 
grounds were dominated by a huge tower lit by electric lights and used for aerial 
acrobatic  acts.  The  120  foot  tower,  topped  by  a  large  spotlight,  was  South 
Minneapolis's landlocked light house — at least for a time.

During its second year of operation in 1906, Wonderland boasted of several new 
attractions including the Johnstown Flood, Palace of Illusions and the Airship 
Swing. But, after a few more years, the southside amusement park began to loose 
its luster.  Attendance sagged, the rides were not properly maintained and the 
park owners were faced with the prospect of increased assessments as Lake Street 
was about to be repaved. After a cold, wet summer season in 1911, the park closed 
for good. The following year it was demolished.



According to local  legends, boards salvaged from the park were used to build 
many  of  the  homes  in  the  area,  as  the  pre-World  War  I  building  boom  got 
underway in the neighborhoods bordering East Lake Street.

Today,  all  that  remains  of  Wonderland is  the  former incubator  hospital,  in  a 
much-altered state, now an apartment building at 3101-11 East 31st Street.

The Wonderland site will be one of the stops on the Longfellow History Walk on 
Saturday, September 17. The two hour guided tour will begin at 10 a.m. at the 
plaza of the Resource Center of the Americas, 3019 Minnehaha Avenue. The tour 
is  free  and open to  the  pubic  but  a  small  donation will  be  requested  for  the 
written tour guide.

— Longfellow/Nokomis Messenger September 2005



Wonderland Beacon Tower
Lake Street at Thirty-First Avenue South 1905-11

IT WOULD HAVE LOOKED PERFECT atop a California sea cliff or on a speck of 
a Maine island, but Wonderland's Beacon Tower instead sat in the heart of South 
Minneapolis. For six years the tower symbolized the electric glamour awaiting 
Minnesotans  at  the  largest  amusement  park  between  Chicago  and  the  West 
Coast.

Wonderland, built in 1905 by Canadian businessman H. A. Dorsey, occupied land 
at Lake Street and Thirty-First Avenue South. The designer of the park and its 
two dozen major structures is unknown, although another of Dorsey's properties, 
the famed White City amusement park in New Haven, Connecticut, was probably 
fashioned by the same person.

Fifty thousand visitors poured into Wonderland during its opening day in May 
1905,  and  they  strolled,  shrieked,  and  ate  amid  a  peculiar  assortment  of 
structures, including an Old Mill whose interior featured artificial stalactites and 
a replica of the Florida Everglades.

From up to five miles away,  however,  Twin Citians could see the glow of the 
Beacon Tower. Outlined by four thousand light bulbs and standing 120 feet high, 
it had a powerful marine projector beacon that nightly raked the Minneapolis sky. 
Its advertising value to the park far exceeded its original cost of about $15,000.

Wonderland's  customers  could  climb  the  tower's  160  steps  for  a  view of  the 
Mississippi River. Even better, the Beacon Tower hosted on at least one occasion 
a genuine human-interest drama. On August 5, 1908, Nina Hoke and her groom, 
A. Krall, stood with a minister on the tiny platform at the top of the tower and 
took their marriage vows. Down on the ground, as a band struck up the wedding 
march from Lohengrin, a large crowd cheered, and Wonderland's management 
offered a wedding present of $100 in gold.

Wonderland's honeymoon, though, didn't last long. After an unprofitable season 
in 1911, Dorsey sold the park to a developer who razed the tower along with the  
other structures and built houses on the 10-acre site. The beacon had blazed its 
last.
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